Mankind usually progresses logically from one concept to another in a stepwise fashion. This is the basis of the scientific method. History teaches us that periodically a great leap forward is made which has a tremendous social impact, changing the very way in which we live. These leaps are accompanied by a period of instability where the established order is challenged. Such a period heralded the end of the middle ages, the industrial revolution and again now the digital revolution.
We hear much hype about what this latest phase of mankind's development has to offer but perhaps the greatest benefit will be that man is finally empowered to communicate with fellow man, regardless of distance. As with Güttenberg and the printing press, distribution of content to the masses will cause significant social changes. In our profession no longer does the patient go to the doctor devoid of medical knowledge. They have now studied their intended procedure on the Internet, in the electronic media and perhaps in printed leaflets but without the years of medical training they have taken the electronically reproduced word at face value, regardless of its source. The doctors of the electronic era must be prepared for this and devote time to helping the patient assimilate and evaluate their new knowledge.
What of traditional publishing? In the medical scientific community the publishers have taken on the responsibilities of the learned scientific societies. In times gone by presentation at a medical society meeting and inclusion of one's work in its proceedings was the object of academia. Now authors see inclusion in the printed journal as the nirvana to which they aspire. The more prestigious the journal, the greater the desire to be included. As we move into the electronic era it is incumbent on those in the medical scientific printing industry to move forward rapidly, but responsibly, taking in the new but retaining what is best in the old. Peer review, searching editorials, detailed reviews, lively correspondence. These are the stuff of which the most prestigious journals are made and must be retained at all costs.
What has electronic publishing to offer anaesthesia? Anesthetists have been in the vanguard of the electronic evolution, having set up some of the earliest World Wide Web sites 1 , electronic mailing lists, fully electronic journals 2,3 and even live continuing medical education broadcasts over the Internet 4 . With experience comes maturity, and it is now becoming evident which technologies will withstand the test of time and which will not. The traditional anaesthetic journals have remained conservative in their outlook, as is their role. These journals represent the core body of knowledge of our specialty, painstakingly gained over the centuries. They have sought not to be distracted by the gloss and glitter of the new technology. Only now that a critical mass of our specialty is comfortable in the digital age are they starting to move.
Early attempts at producing one or more journals on CD-ROM have met with mixed success but served to catalyze the change in production process from one that Güttenberg would have recognized to a more modern, electronic way of doing business. In doing so publishers have subtly re-emphasized their role as collators of knowledge and de-emphasized the printing and distribution aspects. For in the digital era the vehicle is unimportant, content is king.
Within journal publication we now have two clear and separate elements. The acquisition, processing and peer review of articles is largely unchanged. This process is a valuable legacy of the old. However print is now no longer the raison d'être. We now need an electronic format in which to produce our work. A master electronic format from which all other formats may be created, including electronic copy for the traditional print media and future translation into as yet un-invented media. There are many formats on offer with more promised in the near future. Examples include SGML (Systematic Generalised Markup Language), HTML (Hypertext Markup Language), XML (Extensible Markup Language) plus various proprietary formats too numerous to list here. Which format is chosen is less important than an understanding of its role. It is a master from which other formats may be created.
What does the new format offer the reader? The greatest single offering arises because electronic copy may be stored and searched by computer, reducing storage costs and increasing accessibility to knowledge. The arrival of conceptual search engines that run on a home computer empower the individual reader to perform their own academic analysis of the literature, rather than rely solely on the interpretations of others. In addition we may see the provision of colour, perhaps even of multimedia. Used wisely these modalities greatly enhance the printed word. Electronic translation to languages other than English whilst in its infancy is progressing rapidly and offers access to the great wealth of non-English literature for the western world, and vice versa. Production of electronic master copy allows us to take advantage of this.
In Australia we have a reputation of being innovators. With the publication of this journal you will see the first material benefit of our electronic publication process. The CD which will be delivered to every ASA member and journal subscriber contains every article printed between 1993 to 1999. Many articles were unavailable in electronic format so the CD project has had to undertake a great deal of "reverse engineering" to recover material from the printed page. There are imperfections-that is to be expected when one applies technology retrospectively. However the scene is now firmly set for further development. Updates, whilst appearing annually at first, will become more frequent. CD-ROM is only an interim format. As technology improves and new media become available the journal is now placed to seize the opportunities they offer.
But there are disadvantages. What sort of business model should we adopt in this electronic era where illegal mass copying and hacking into "secure" web sites is a sad fact of life? The simplest model is to make material free at point of use with very few restrictions. Thus the illegal copier has nothing to achieve, the hacker no challenge to overcome. Whilst print costs may be reduced, overall production costs are still significant and represent a challenge to the 'freeware' model. Many solutions to this problem will be evaluated and time will determine the victor. The age of intellectual philanthropy may indeed be upon us.
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